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I have always known I’ve wanted to take care of animals as my
career for as long as I can remember. I started to go to The Wildlife
Learning Center (WLC) when I was a little girl for summer camps, a
sanctuary for animals unfit to go back into the wild about 30 minutes
from my house. I jumped at the opportunity two years ago when I
turned 16 to volunteer my time there at the center. I was able to
feed the tortoises and bunnies their breakfast, give the small mammals enrichment every so often, clean the enclosures of the small
mammals, and do other miscellaneous activities around the center.
Volunteering at the WLC has taught me that helping and taking
care of animals is as important as keeping them safe. Sanctuaries
help animals gain their strength back from being hurt emotionally,
physically, or mentally. These animals are usually unfit to return
to the wild afterward because they cannot take care of themselves
independently. Specifically looking at the Wildlife Learning Center,
the benefits of keeping these animals captive outweigh the reality of
the “unknowns” if they returned to their native land.
To give some background on what makes a zoo and sanctuary
different is that “Sanctuaries promise to take in and care for any animals that have been abused, neglected, or abandoned and to keep
them for life. . . Zoos buy, sell, trade, borrow, loan out, and breed
animals” (Harington). Most zoos exist for profit off of animals that
were not necessarily hurt in the first place when they were taken
in. I found two credible organizations that focus on the well-being
and safety of animals in captivity. The Global Federation of Animal
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Figure 1: Ava at the Wildlife Learning Center for a summer camp when she was
younger.

Sanctuaries (GFAS) is a nonprofit group established in 2007 that
provides certification for animal sanctuaries, rescue centers, and rehabilitation centers through accreditation and verification (Global
Federation of Animal Sanctuaries). The American Sanctuary Association (ASA) is a 501 nonprofit organization established in 1998
that sets animal care and housing standards. A 501 nonprofit is an
organization that must be organized and operated exclusively for
exempt purposes, which includes preventing cruelty to children or
animals, usually charitable organizations. Their net earnings may
not be shared with private shareholders or any individuals. The
GFAS and ASA comply with one another’s regulations that require
a sanctuary to be safely and ethically run. I put together three
main points that encapsulate what both organizations need to see
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in a sanctuary:
1. A sanctuary should be where an animal can retire without
disruption from the public.
2. The enclosure should be spacious for the animal’s size with
plenty of species-suitable objects for the animal to interact with.
3. Vets should be on call behind the scenes, and the sanctuary
should have enough money to support an animal for a lifetime of
care financially.
Looking at these points, I decided to compare them to the Wildlife
Learning Center to see whether or not the center meets these requirements. Looking at the first point, I immediately thought of Zeus,
the western screech owl we have at the center. In 2012, a man found
Zeus on his front porch in Central California, likely flying into his
glass door. He took him to a rehabilitation center but unfortunately
could not restore his eyesight and now only has 10% of his vision.
The center gave his name for having “stars” in his eyes! Since then,
the Wildlife Learning Center has been Zeus’s retirement home for
the last nine years. He has an enclosure in the front of the center
that is about 7ft tall to 5ft wide, which is pretty spacious for a small
bird like him. The public is blocked off from his enclosure when he
is outside, most of the time being inside in the cool air conditioning.
The second point the GFAS and ASA share is that the enclosure
should be spacious for the animal’s size and include plenty of speciessuitable objects for the animal to interact with. I think this point is
the most essential requirement any sanctuary and zoo should have.
At the center, the public could pay extra for admission to have private one on ones with a particular animal. During individual animal
experiences, the public enters a cage with a biologist and feeds or
even pets the animals while the biologist provides background information on what the animal is like in the wild. Tiny, the giraffe, is
one of the most popular animals for these experiences. The Wildlife
Learning Center does not own Tiny, but they have some ownership
over this particular experience with her. An individual experience
with Tiny costs $75 and allows a group of 1 to 5 people to feed her
lettuce while a biologist provides insight into the giants’ lives. This
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regulation to give animals the right amount of space due to their
size made me think of Tiny and how small her enclosure is. She
lives in the back of the center, where I would go to get the hay to
feed the tortoises. I would stop and look at her in the mornings
and think to myself, “How can she be happy here in this small dirt
space? How is she doing mentally and emotionally?” While visitors
enjoy getting an up-close and personal view of Tiny, the size of her
enclosure does not seem to accommodate this invasion of privacy.
As sad as it is that the biggest animal at the Wildlife Learning Center doesn’t get the attention and space she deserves, the
species-suitable objects and toys they have for each animal don’t go
unnoticed. I initially thought of the structures or objects in each
animal’s enclosure that they would typically interact with if they
were in their homeland. For example, the porcupines have a couple
of wood branches that stem from the floor up to their enclosure’s
roof to climb on, with different level wood panelings to rest on. Gus,
the oldest porcupine at the center, is always hanging out on the top.
The big cats have different sized rocks to jump on one after another.
Fluffy, the American alligator, has a pool on one end of his enclosure
and then dirt and grass on the other. The fennec foxes have little
wood crates to burrow into and sleep in when they please, with their
loads of squeaky toys and blankets. The center is set to make sure
that each animal’s new home is as familiar as their native habitat
in terms of their species’ suitable objects.
Another species suitable object I thought of was enrichment. Enrichment is giving animals anything physically or psychologically
stimulating, usually through the act of toys. Giving animals enrichment allows them to demonstrate their species-typical behavior as if
they were in their natural habitat (Smithsonian National Zoo). Enrichment is as significant and essential to animal welfare as proper
nutrition and veterinary care. A sanctuary must give animals enrichment every day; the best results are doing a different activity each
day and trying not to repeat it within the week. At the Wildlife
Learning Center, giving enrichment was one of my favorite jobs being a volunteer. I remember giving the bunnies ice cubes filled with
fruits or veggies so they would have to work for the food inside. I
would smear safe fragrance scents on the small mammals’ cages like
peppermint, lavender, or citrus. I was able to do this with spices
as well. I enjoyed putting the scent or spice in the corners of their
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cage or on their toys. It was extraordinary to see how excited they
were to discover the new scent, something to slightly exercise their
minds. Being a little girl going to their summer camps and seeing
their enrichment plan for the animals made me even more excited to
learn about their well-being and health. Some odd years later, I was
the one to give some of the animals’ enrichment and see their minds
work in different ways. It taught me the importance of enrichment
and how crucial it is for animals living in sanctuaries.
The third requirement set was vets should be on call behind the
scenes, and the sanctuary should have enough money to financially
support an animal for a lifetime of care. An example of this I thought
of that uses both of these standards into one is Cleo the fennec fox.
Cleo has been at the center for at least nine years. I remember
seeing him in his enclosure with his other brothers and sisters, but
he was the only one that would run around in circles as if he was
chasing his tail. I later learned from the biologist running the summer camp that his previous owner owned him as an illegal pet. He
went to an untrustworthy doctor when giving him his vaccines and
gave him an ill-induced distemper vaccine which unfortunately gave
him permanent neurological damage. With that information, just
two years ago, on a Saturday morning, when I went into the food
prepping room to prepare the tortoises’ breakfast, I opened the door
and saw Cleo in a cage against the back of the room with a cone
over his head. I asked the biologists what happened to him, and
they told me that he recently got brain surgery for his condition. I
thought back to those nine years when I first saw him and how even
then, they were still able to financially support Cleo in getting him
proper vet care for his surgery.
To give an example of what a sanctuary or zoo should not do
under any circumstances to their animals, I was lucky enough to
find Dade City’s Wild Things, located in Dade City, Florida, when
I was doing my research. This “sanctuary” included tigers, sloths,
monkeys, bears, lions, and other exotic animals. The business would
pull tiger cubs prematurely from their mothers and eventually put
them in dismal, small cages when they got too big for the photo ops.
The activities that were the most popular there were petting the
young tigers, feeding adults, cuddling with the cubs, or swimming
with the cubs. Four years ago, a Youtube video showcased trainers
abusing the cubs by forcing them to stay in the swimming pools
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when they did not want to, hitting a deer with a garden rake, and
drowning animals, like the rats found in the area, trapped in cages.
Thankfully, Dade City’s Wild Things has been permanently closed
since April of 2020. In Tracy McManus’s article, “Dade City’s Wild
Things Closes amid Legal Fight. Its Last 6 Tigers Are Moved,” the
court ruled that owners Kathy and Randall Stearns can never own
tigers again due to the violation of the Federal Endangered Species
Act, passed in 1973, for not taking proper care of the tigers. In
addition, Kathy and Randall had to pay $399,118.10 to PETA in
attorney fees and expenses related to the Federal Act.
Finding all this research and the actual requirements made by
the GFAS and ASA had me reevaluating my time at the Wildlife
Learning Center as a volunteer. It provided me with a fresh perspective on the amount of time and care that goes into an enclosure and
the animal itself, even if everything appears fine from the outside.
To be as unbiased as possible, the Wildlife Learning Center does a
fairly good job of keeping each animal as comfortable and safe as
possible being in captivity. When the right people and resources are
in place, sanctuaries can be built and run for the benefit of animals
that cannot survive on their own.
https://www.overleaf.com/project/626959ddf98678ad4c0aa9b8
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